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Regina Spektor discovers that 
those joke electric-shock 
keyboards hurt like fuck 


’ E4 ’ 
POSSIBLY THE MOST TALENTED GRADUATE OF NEW YORK’S 


“wee ee \a 
DAZEDS CONFUSED 


NURTURING ANTI-FOLK SCENE, RUSSIAN BORNSINGER/SONGWRITER 


REGINA SPEKTOR DESERVES ALL THE GOOD FORTUNE THAT HAS 
ALREADY BEFALLEN HER, AND ALL THAT IS YET TO COME. 


Regina Spektor has fallen off the tour and off the wagon. The countless nights of 
performing, drinking, smoking and after-show partying with the Strokes and Kings 
of Leon have taken their toll on the petite singer/songwriter, who supported both 
bands with just her voice and a keyboard on their recent US and European tours. 
“I've been a vegetarian for four years,” she says, “and | came home from the 
Strokes tour and ate a steak! | think it's one of the side effects of touring with boys 
who eat a lot of meat. | had way too much testosterone around me.” ” 
As a child all Regina ever wanted was to become a classical concert pianist 
in Moscow, where she was born. After emigrating to New York City with her family 
at 15, she discovered the new sounds that would inspire and shape her own 
songs. “In Russia, we had Beatles tapes, Queen and Pink Floyd, so | knew that 
kind of stuff,” she explains. “But | didn’t really discover pop and jazz until 
| was a teenager in America. | found out about Radiohead when | was 21 and 
Tom Waits when | was 22." At some point Regina had the good forting to find her 
way into the ever-accepting anti-folk scene centred around Manhattan's Sidewalk 
Café. Here she was encouraged to fine tune her songs that variously evoke Bjork, 
Suzanne Vega, Joni Mitchell, Van Morrison, Billie Holiday, Edith Piaf and other 
greats whose existence she was probably only dimly aware of. 
One of Regina's two self-released albums fell into the hands of producer 
Gordon Raphael, the man behind both of the Strokes’ albums. Mesmerised by her 
voice, which can float from a girlish giggle to a full-bodied belt in a single phrase, 
he asked her if she wanted to record a few songs at his studio. The sessions 
became Soviet Kitsch, her new album, full of tunes like “Poor Little Rich Boy” and 
“The Flowers”, which showcase her soaring melodies and her eccentric sense of 
humour. Regina was flattered that Gordon wanted to work with her, but she did 
not realise the enviable position she was in. “The first time | recorded with 
Gordon, | didn’t even know what he did," Regina admits. Oblivious to the 
international hoopla surrounding Raphael and the Strokes in 2002, Gordon 
slipped her a copy of /s This It and she loved what she heard. “lwore that CD 
out,” she says, with a grin. “I carried it around at all times. It was like a dragged- 
ddy bear.” 
—> a album was finished, she got the call. The Strokes had asked her to 
join them on their Room On Fire tour, a two-month jaunt through American 
amphitheatres. “| heard rumours from Gordon that Julian hatl suggested me to 
open the tour,” Regina explains. “! was like, ‘That's never going to happen. No 


“In Russia, we had Beatles 
tapes, Queen and Pink Floyd... 
but I didn’t really discover pop 
and jazz until | was a teenager 
in America. | found out about . 
Radiohead when I was 21." © 


one’s going to let them bring this person nobody knows and isn’t on any label.” > 


\“\° See 


> But the Strokes wanted her, unknown and unsigned. Regina sensed the 
Opportunity was Priceless, but without a record label, she was forced to pay 
ter her own air fare and hotels, since the band flew in between most of the 
gigs. “When Ryan (Gentles, the Strokes manager) showed me the tour 


calender and asked which ones | wanted to do, | said ‘all of them’. | don't 
care if I'm in debt for the rest of my life.” 


The tour itself was a challen 
performance strength. Since Re 
@ hundred people at a time, she 
more than 5,000. 
to like me,” 
your tits’.” 


ge and a test in physical stamina and 
gina had never played to more than 
had to learn how to win over crowds of 
“I quickly realised that not all S 
she explains. “A lot of them shout ‘Freebird’ and ‘show us 
With encouragement from the Strokes and the Kings, Regina 
got tougher and her set grew stronger, and she added “Sampson”, her 
astonishing love song to the biblical outcast, to her show and it became 
a live hit. “Everybody took me under their wing,” she says. “The guys 
taught me a lot about being on stage.” 

And as you might imagine, there were some unbelievable moments, 
Take, for example, the day off in Seattle when she and Julian Casablancas 
wrote a song called “Post-modern Girls” together and recorded it with 
Gordon and the rest of the Strokes. She also remembers the two New York 


hometown Sigs fondly. “It was Pretty insane to see my name in the lights at 
Madison Square Garden,” recalls Regina. 


Perhaps Regina's most surreal tourin, 


on Thanksgiving during the Kings of Leon's headlining European tour, 

“We were in Germany,” she says, “and we went to this restaurant called 

Graceland in Hamburg and it had Germans playing live old-time country 

music with no accents. We ate an awesome Thanksgiving feast with candles 
and pumpkin soup. It was SO good to be with those guys.” 

Back in New York, Regina is struggling to get her mind off of the road, 

She is anxious to begin work on new material, but it's hard because she still 
lives with her family in the Bronx, far from other musicians, venues, and 
Manhattan attractions. “I'm so all over the place, even when I'm not 
touring,” laughs Regina. “My stuff is at my parents’ house and | do laundry 
there. But I've gotten this kind of gypsy way of living ever since | finished 
college. | always have a pair of underwear and socks in my bag and|_ 


definitely a toothbrush, I'm exhausted by it, but | also wouldn't have it any 
other way.” i 


trokes fans are going 


i Moment occurred a month later 


SOVIET KITSCH IS AVAILABLE ON SHOPLIFTER RECORDS IN MARCH, ' 
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Ms. Spektor was giggly between 
songs and a very wise child within 
them. ‘‘Muscles of the intellectuals 
are atrophying,’”’ she sang. ‘“No- 
body’s running, nobody’s hiding.” 
, Sex and death, guns and office work 
_all showed up in her lyrics, supported 
by sparse piano parts. Her voice 
bounced between girlish playfulness 
and adult bluesiness, sometimes , 
breaking words into nonverbal |B 
sounds. She sometimes came across | 
(- vay as an unlikely combination of Rickie 
} Lee Jones, Bjork and Meredith | 
Monk. \\ 
She sang a “‘dance anthem of the }\\ 
80’s” accompanied by single repeat- 
ed notes, mimicking electropop; she 
played another song with her left | 
hand on the piano and her right tap- 
ping a stool with a drumstick. But 
she wasn’t just a bundle of eccentric- 
ities. There was compassion, sly wit 
, and a catchy refrain in every song. | 


ON PARELES 


£ 
IF YOU DISCOUNT THE STETHOSCOPES; 
she's wearing around her neck, Regina’ 
Spektor looks exactly like she stepped out 
of 19th-century Eastern Europe—her head 
wrapped in a kerchief, legs swaddled in 
skirts, her light Russian accent betraying 
her foreign birth. The 24-yearold singer 
songwriter is a Soviet émigré whose fami- 
ly left Moscow and moved to the Bronx 
when she was nine. That helps explain the 
title of her third album, Soviet Kitsch, an 11- 
song collection of piano ballads with ima- 
gist lyrics like, “I'm inside your mouth now, 
behind your tonsils, peeking over your 
molars.” (She's a fan of literary funnyman /+ 


Nikolai Gogol.) Her poetry is beautifully ) purveyor of what beard- 
Strange, but then so is Spektor. “So many Iw 


i-folk (a 
people believe that their lives are art-worthy," & trokers may call anti-folk ( 


vague, modish Lower East Side 
invention where punk meets 


4 folk), Regina Spektor—last heard 


Spektor says. "What happened to imagi- 
nation? | want to write a song from the 
point of view of a pirate living in the 
slums of Barcelona.” 

Laying claim to an interesting life is hard 
for most, but Spektor has little difficulty. 
After fleeing communism for religious free- 
dom (her parents were unable to practice 
Judaism under Soviet rule), the pianist 
continued her classical-music education . 
Stateside. Eventually, she fell in with the anti- , 
folk scene centered around the East Village's Z 
Sidewalk Café, and she developed her pop- 
song-writing skills. As luck would have it, 
the producer of Soviet Kitsch was simulta- 
neously shaping the Strokes’ second album. 
He introduced her to Julian and the boys, 
and the downtown rock stars took her out 
on tour with them. Now she's no longer an 
unknown quantity. As for the stethoscope, 
it's more than just oddball taste in jewelry. “A 
friend gave it to me for my birthday,” Spektor 
Says. “It’s so | can always listen to my 
heart before | make decisions” * Jonathan 
Durbin « REGina WEARS MAKEUP BY Rime! 


adding backing vocals to The 
Strokes’ B-side Modern Girls & 
Old Fashioned Men —sweeps into 


view like the precocious Russian 
@ immigrant she is. Soviet Kitsch is 


1} 


a 4 


| 
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a quasi punk-classical collection 
of captivating grace and doomed ® 


, beauty. Conjuring Bjérk, Joni 


Mitchell and Kate Bush, the 


stand-out track is Ghost Of th 
j Corporate Future, where Spektor =e 


assassinates the American 
Dream in three breathless 


~ 


Russian folkstress Regina Spektor: 
a self-confessed nerd, buddies with the 


Strokes and no pelation to Phil... what a doll 


INTERVIEW BY LESLEY ARFIN 
PHOTOGRAPHY BY MATT JONES 


So, let me tell you a little something about my 
friend Regina Spektor. Actually, she’s not 
really my friend at all, but I kinda want her to 
be because she’s so rad. I pretty much have a 
girl-crush on her. Regina is a piano playing 
machine, and when she sings the notes bend 
all over the place and you kinda feel like 
you're inside her living room or on top of a 
mountain, and all the trees and all the 
animals are totally vibing off her singing 
energy; kind of like you're in a cartoon movie 
where animals can do that sort of thing. Her 
music is a little bit history lesson, a little bit 
ghost story. A little bit kindergarten 
playgroup and little teen angst. She went on 
tour with the Strokes and the Kings Of Leon 
but she’s not known for that: Regina's not 
anyone's girlfriend just yet (except maybe 
mine, hopefully). Her new album, ‘Soviet 
Kitsch’, is just perfect for rainy days and 
sleepy-time tea. 

Regina's originally from Russia, where she 
didn’t grow up listening to Bob Dylan or 
Billie Holiday because her parents were, well, 
Russian. “Not only am I not in touch with 
reality, but I’m also from Russia. There’s so 
much stuff that I only found out about in 
college. And people were like, ‘you don’t 
know Radiohead!” When she was nine she 
moved to the Bronx, started taking music 
lessons and becoming a big nerd. In that 
order. When she didn’t feel like practising 
her scales, she rebelled and read Shakespeare 
instead. Why does it suddenly seem like 
Regina is from 1945? 

Regina’s music evolved when she started 
playing shows at the Sidewalk Café in the 
late ‘90s, which is home to the ‘anti-folk’ 
scene in New York and musicians such as 
The Moldy Peaches, The Trachtenberg Family 
Slideshow Players, Dufus, Langhorne Slim 

and a bunch of other nerdy art-folkie-anti- 
folkies, whatever that means. Regina has her 
own ideas: “Anti-Folk is a community of 
musicians. Everyone has their own opinion 
about what it actually is. To me, it’s people 
who allow themselves to write and play and 
record any kind of song they come up with - 
usually with emphasis on lyrics. But in a lot 
uf ways I never fit into anti-folk, because I 
have a lot of classical music influences and I 
like to write complicated and technical 
parts... I don’t know, I don't think I have the 
defined sound of any scene, but I do have the 
punky sentiments that are associated with 
anti-folk...” 

Regina soon moved on to bigger and better, 
recording a duet with The Strokes called 
“Modern Girls And Old Fashioned Men’, which 


is the b-side to their ‘Reptilia’ singie. The 
song was recorded while she was on tour 
with them, officially making her The Strokes’ 
First Lady. There were rumors going around 
that she was going out with Julian, but 
Regina denies this, as she should. “It's like, 
how many times can a person say ‘no’? Hovr 
many times can a person say ‘I'm a musician, 
this is disrespectful’? Look, it’s amazing that | 
went on tour with The Strokes, but it’s not 
my fucking claim to fame. | made music 
before then and ['m making music after. 
People who need to know me, know me.” 
Truthfully, she needs no rock star to get 
our attention, because so far, those who have 
heard Regina's music absolutely love it. Her 
sound gives off a kind of rare energy and 
magical spirit that is reminiscent of Joni 
Mitchell. She’s the Commie Joni, the angrier 
Mazzy Star or, like, the way cooler Tori Amos. 
But she sings in such a spontaneous, poetic 
way that one can't help but be reminded of 
Van Morrison's ‘Astral Weeks’, especially on 
the track ‘Carbon Monoxide’, which is a dark 
delicious mess of notes and keys, with lyrics 
that are sort of sarcastic and funny: ‘Carbon 
monoxide/soon I'll go to sleee-eee-eep/no-one 
will notice we’re gone/cuz we don’t have a job 
to keee-eeep/they’ll just say we're being 
lazy/sex crazed sex crazed hazy/they'll just say 
we're livin’ our life in bed/ and we'll be in bed 
oh so very much/dead-a dead-a dead-a dead/ 
but we're so cool/we're so cool/we're so cool.” 

And that ain't even the half of it. Right now 
Regina's website is down, so I can't get the 
rest of the yummy story-telling lyrics she 
conjures up. Her music is often surprising, 
unpretentious, silly and even romantic. And 
you can bet your bottom dollar that she’s 
gonna snowball out of control. ‘Just this 
Friday, oh my gosh, I get this phone call from 
my friend in North Carolina who was like, 
‘Tm walking by a barn right now and I hear 
your stuff coming out of the radio!” 

Regina is now getting used to her new 
home in SoHo, where she lives alone with 
her piano and, well, basically plays music all! 
day. Tough life. ‘Soviet Kitsch’ comes out, 
like, right now I think, but she also has two 
other albums called ‘Songs’ and ‘11:11'. You 
can visit www.reginaspektor.com to look at 
cute pictures of her, find out when she's 
playing next, listen to her old songs and read 
her sweet little diary that she always 
updates. Start obsessing over her now before 
she blows up and you're stuck hanging out 
with all the poseurs during the Regina 
Spektor backlash. Go get fanatical and start 
a fanzine about her. Seriously. She’s catching 
on like wildfire. @ 
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or the basement of her synagogue. , ——s Ones? She’ te staying awake.” Her voice rises as she proclaims the re = 
A few years ago she started to play her songs lt Bob Dy — * She d settle for chorus, “Things I have loved I’m allowed to keep,” a> — © oa 
hole-in-the-wall clubs downtown, impressing growing - ylan, Or Tchaikovsky, but from there the song twists into a polka before = van) et oo 3 
crowds with her intricate piano work, ee ee Ky. 7 fading out. , MaRS = - —- 
stream-of-consciousness lyrics and a voice that cou hitting a chair. ; . As in many of her songs, the musical transforma- = 
be girlish and delicate one moment and raggedly ‘Poor Little Ri oy with her left hand played | tions in ‘The Flowers” are mirrored by an obsessive © jor 
saucy the next. The Strokes plucked her to open for this big smile Ms ne all the while singin tye! to | wordplay that toys with language on a syllabic level. ”, fav) 
their American tour last fall, She signed with Sire this is insar er face. And | said: ‘Oh Bi With | In “The Flowers,” her da-da-dum scatting is so. - soy 
sane, this is amazing, . my God, | elaborate that it sounds as though it might be a sketch S 


Records in May, and her debut album, ‘‘Soviet 


ns soulseul 
{0 
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Like Modigliani’s long, bleak figures, Ms. Spek- 
tor’s songs are mysterious and idiosyncratic. Poor 
Little Rich Boy,” a signature number, pictures a 
lonely young man gloomy beyond his years, jealously 
regarding the amorous guests at his party; he could 


country song tomorrow — the sweetest country song 
you could think of, like early Dylan or Patsy Cline —I 
should be able to do that. It shouldn’t matter that I’m 
a via-Moscow-Bronx classical-music punk girl. | 
should be able to do anything, right?” 


=) 
Qu. 
S 
rec r “ 
Kitsch,” will be released on music download services ] “a ph let’s start aan {0 make a for an instrumental part not yet scored; on ““Ode to > eo 
like iTunes and Napster on Tuesday. pleted in Lond rs sessions with Mr. Ra he 7 Divorce,” when she sings the line “won't you help a n = a 
Critics have begun to categorize her, comparing Selling rough on, became “Soviet Kitsch ee are brother out,” she stretches and amplifies “out”? until n n 
her to Tori Amos and Fiona Apple for her skill in the Web, and A rs of the album at conee;re, began it sounds like a trumpet solo. ; i 5 sgt =! 
coaxing deep emotions from the piano, to Bjork for sae When she was growing up in Russia, she said, her. © ey 
the unguarded quirkiness of her voice and to loftier | father, a jack-of-all-trades who had been a scientist? es 4 as ime, 
ames in jazz as well. = arrangement to release the album in and a photographer, used to play her the Beatles, the = oo ie — 
segang th hes sh pens her mouth, the universe comes = ties: that would allow maxi an unusual Moody Blues and Pink Floyd, and she became enam- +0 OS 6 O 
een ieee gushed in L.A. Weekly, adding, | form thie nen, the album will be tolbnsed frome ored of English as a musical language. SS a 
prays reviewer eee. Pitsvarald and Nina Simone Februges Week, the actual CD will no sed in digital | “I used to sing to records and not understand the Ss os =} a] 
one could join Ella Fitzgerald an walls not be sold until English words, so 1 would pronounce them really Oop oO pil on 
in heaven. ee : 2 ' British,” she said. “Sometimes you listen to the iS . < v or 
But Ms. Spektor’s style is peg Jig a 2 Beatles and they say things like ’appy and fo’evah.” = 3 Aw 3 
rote ee oiaee ae aenures, Weimar caberut She sang the words with a sharp Liverpudlian accent = S = party an 
resem ‘ = pode ane and giggled. “In America it took me a while to learn fav) - YD pase 
songs and Eastern European dances tie ada English, I realized that I was just speaking ridiculous o 4 = QO. a 
time. And like many immigrants who have mace 11° | sounds, Suddenly the words started to mean things. | ra’) 5 = a 
New York rock scene their home, she revels in the no! Mful cracked thecode:’ © say) =o 
ity’s diversity. ie ave Plicity giving Musicians in underground rock and the Antifolk ad , < —_ 
“The way I write is influenced by the way 2 world are often painfully modest, but Ms. Spektor is ~AOoO°9O 
lassical composer would write, but the aesthetics | unapologetic about her ambitions. S 3s =. WwW 
hat I love are pop and punk and hip-hop, she said in “The people I look up to are unattainable,” she + nN © i$) 
recent interview at the Jewish Museum in Manhat- said matter-of-factly, “like the Beatles and the Bob | a i (rq 
tan. She was eager to see the Modigliani exhibition Dylans and the Mozarts and the Chopins and the oOo at — 
there, as much because of allegiance to her Jewish Bachs of the world, the Tennessee Williamses and the O =3 oS 
heritage as out of affection for the paintings them- Tchaikovskys and the Chekhovs and the Gogols and 4 ©. 
selves, which she discussed as if they were ideas for the Pushkins and the Shakespeares. 
tragic songs. (“When he died, his girlfriend threw “| just think there shouldn't be a song I can’t i (7Q 
herself out the window,” she said in awe.) write, ever, in any aesthetic. If I want to write a a 5 
~ 
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“{Julian) didn’t want 
it to be The Strokes 
and, know, 


Spektor’ ‘Ss 

P tory be, : 

with he , 88N when she em: 

Was ae from Moscow a 4 emigrated [) 

ep ind Of girl who boune ~ nine. She 
‘0 private School, and fom private 


A 


* Alter seeing a Regina Spektor (center) 
show, Strokes front man Julian Casablancas 
was so smitten that he invited the singer to 
record the duet “Modem Girls & Old Fashion 


Men” and took her on tour. He didn’t even 


You're gon uldn't lie, gina ne 
na be ‘ ver had m 4 
Spektor. In fact, hearing a lot from Reging SHE Felied on friends: ©? OUY records, so 


you've alm, too ‘ 
her already. She Supported Te definitely hearg he ther Musicians’ sounde . $t0 expose her F 


K last Deg, Strokes j That sound 4s. “People wo 
mind sharing his producer for her album, \ fan Der She was the gi w 7g like, (holds ono "KE Joni Mitchel». ould % 
Soviet Kitsch. (Spektor was still negotiating hi a » ni M. 
with U.S. labels at press time for a late-Rimy @shioned’t” sh (“Not ‘Ol gina to Th 

ad depa BMS). The track ; recordin ; € Strokes, Sh, 
summer release.) The daughter of Russian fi Parture fom anything The ee ISatotal — with gor et third record, ‘Sovjer Kitsch s 


émigrés, Spektor is a classically trained picnisi_lil 
who had her first lesson at four and moved toll 
New York when she was nine. She's offen 
dubbed antifolk—she has the quirkiness of 
Bjork, the cool of Cat Power, and shots of 
piano virtuosity & la Tori Amos. Like those 
gutsy artists, Spektor, 24, wouldn't use her 
femininity to promote her album. “Good art 


has nothing to do with gender,” she says."! a 
‘ a ri 
relate more to Nirvana than to Jewel. sis NOW, Some guest ein The Strokes and, ‘eg “1 Was 50 intimidate oY Followil 
- + = Regina S 8irl... he Wanted j think 'm Still sii » Regina admii 
\ his Pektor and The Str k tes the sho; Slightly intimidat Ye —s 
poe ut you can’t “ie . That's just music 5 every night and it’ just 5U listen to 
r | 'e just like a sin somebody if you hang 0 M awesome 
ut = 
n complete 8! ON a song that has and then you're like, OK wah these People 
ranitten by Somebody else. _-W"any friend of th ein ute bilan. 
ieee Elizabet}, iS a fri — 
= TS ottnan end of ours, 
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Strokes pal turns out to be 
a piano-pounding kookstress 

‘Soviet’ as in Regina Spektor is a Russian 
émigré who moved with her family from 
Moscow to the Bronx when she was nine 


aw 


7 


"11:11' and ‘Songs’. ‘Soviet Kitsch' came 


1 about through a meeting with Strokes’ -, > 1 j 
REGINA SPEKTI producer Gordon Raphael. "Gordon heard < . ma «years old. And ‘Kitsch’ as in garish and 
f ‘Poor Little Rich Boy’, and said ‘we have | wn Sey ea mes belted out on her 
fi to record this’. We did, then started work girly stream-of-consciousness nursery my ; d h 
on an EP; suddenly it went from single to beloved piano. Except, if you’re prepared to listen hard enough, 


EP to album." . ith the abandon of 
Raphael played Spektor's music to Julian they re not gaudy at all. They ig sae ste la 


Casablancas, and she soon found herself a hyperactive child (think Bjérk) but beyond the eccentricity lie a 
opening the Strokes’ recent US tour. bunch of songs that are deep, twisted, funny, occasionally 


“During the tour we recorded a soni o i 
higubiercaled Vedten Giteihea Ou ; impenetrable and always beautiful. Thanks to an education on 
Fashion Men’, which became the B-side to ps NY’s Lower East Side antifolk scene, she’s metamorphosed from 
their single, 'Replilia’. Then supported fie ss eae . i Smi i Mitchell 
the Kings of Leon when they toured a classical pianist into 4 hybrid of Patti Smith, oe : 
reise Laura Nyro and Karen 0 that's so refreshingly cool and honest 
An amazing experience, doubtless, but, ueuing u : 
being unsigned, she had no record label that both The Strokes and Kings of i 7 eno hi : ‘ : rt 
money behind her; all those flights and to take her on tour. Apparently available in the UK only throug Regina Spektor rad | 
‘i mid a {hotels have left her popular with credit London’s Reckless Records shops, this second album races kkk 2 
REGIN. have you think she's a card companies i i i i 
true New Yorker, but to suppose that would be to suppose ‘Soviet per - collection of gorgeous, striking, : gracefully from the desperate, string-embellished RE 4 Soviet Kitsch sour 
was hen the USSR hen oa at fay leaving whet entertaining and heartbreaking songs. Performed primarily on ‘Us’ to the sparse Dylan-like nonsense poem "Poor at se srenee totrentie otha 
nine, travelling via Austria piano, they aren't simply chorus-and- but oft I 4 nour’. Forget Sovie ae, Ae A 
and Italy to the USA, where they settled in the Bronx. "I went structures, ‘Carbon rere might i yor - emer 45 Boy’ and the punk-rock sass of “Your Ho ’ While the sane was probably 


to a Hebrew school,” she says, “where everything was taught beautiful 
in English and Hebrew. The only other kid | spoke Russian 
with was my cousin.” Her command of languages often takes 
her already unique songwriting to another level. "I love the 
Sound of languages, and sometimes slip some German, 
French or Russian words into my songs, but more for the 


said of Bonnie Langford, one 
imagines that Regina Spektor 
was the sort of child about 

_ whom people whispered, 

» "She'll go far”, such is her 
brazen confidence and charm. 
Having moved from Moscow 
to the Bronx at the age of 
nine, Spektor graduated from 
music school and started writ- 
ing her own songs; and as her ee 
frst properly satan’ album Solo Artists in Control, Vol. 342: 
attests, there’s much to shout Jens's EP is quaint ina good way. 
about. Hers is a romantic, The record crackles like it may 
skewy world that takes its have belonged to your parents, but 
cues from Joni Mitchell's Blue, you know it didn't because they've 
Rachmaninov's 2nd and the never heard the Avalanches and 
theme from Hill Street Blues. Morrissey as channeled through a 

In a city where jobless hipsters Swedish guy. Regina's out of the 

die quietly from gas poisoning same NYC scene as the Strokes 
and “everything Phe ue and Nellie McKay. She's clever 
everyone's res , Spe om and annoying, “borscht belly” sf 
concludes that kissing some almost Sinéad i eee { 


one nice or cutting your own 4 
hair might be a good idea; an in her total command of what ' 
what's astonishing is, the way ; she's doing. JEFF 
Regina sings, life really does JOHNSON 
seem that easy. Smart kid. 
Sophie Harris 


Kitsch, it’s a melting pot of pure New York class. Krissi Murison 
: 2 Sas > —__ 


songs in the world, ever, yet it couldn't be more 
different from the punky "Your Honor’, featuring another 
Gordon Raphael band, Kill Kenada. 
Despite being a style mag favourite, and a regular on 
specialist radio shows, Spektor remains humble and grateful 
mood than the meaning - | like how rice it feels.” for anyone willing to listen to her music. When she talks, she 
Its about 15 years since Spektor’s family left Moscow, but “erbleow riage be pele Bp eho veg aT 
| Regina has never been back. “I might go this summer. but I'm finally to be falling into place. Incredibly, she's still unsigned. i 
| hesitant. | have very vivid memories, and it's such a different a eg 2 oh gen sehen Sereda Enea : 
place now. It'll be very overwhelming, so I've been postponing Physically signed anything,” 
it” The release of ‘Soviet Kitsch’ will be accompanied by a short 
A classically-rairied pianist, she soon found herself mixing tour, including a handful of dates in Britain in June. "I'm not 
ith the Anti-Folk singers at places like the Sidewalk Café, __Pe"ing for anyone else this time - these will be my own 
‘and playing in small clubs on the Lower East Side, armed shows.” 
only with a piano and her poignant, beautifully crafted songs, |" Safe to say thal Regina Spektor is not a household name 


"Soviet Kitsch’ is Spektor’s first "properly" produced studio in May 2004. The release of 'Soviet Kitsch’ is likely to change : 
-albun_Prior to that, she had released two albums herself: that. Just remember the name. You'll be hearing a lot more of 
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Regina Spektor: 
she'll go far, 


Writing Phillip Miynar 
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oOo" upon a time when aged but nine 
years old, Regina Spektor had a shock 
when she arrived in America. "I pictured 
that coming to America was a combination 
of Jungle Book and something else,” she day 
dreamed. “In my imagination | was going to 
get to America and live on a lake and | was 
going to have a baby elephant and a baby 
tiger and a monkey and a pet and | could 
talk to them all 

“I remember having these conversations 
with my cousin in Russia and we would get 
into these huge arguments and she'd say, 
‘I'm going to have the monkey!’ and I'd 
reply, ‘No! I'm going to have the monkey!’ [t 
was so funny because 
we got to New York 
and we were like 
‘What the fuck is 
going on here?! 
Where's the monkeys? 
Where's the palm 
trees? Where's the 
lake? Where’s my 
baby elephant? Why 
do | have to walk up 
to the fifth floor? And 
why are the only pets 
| have cockroaches?" 


Mm: disillusion 
ment was soon 
to come the way of 
the young Regina Spektor as the great, grey, 
towering metropolis of New York indulged in 
devious daydream-dashing trickery at her 
every expense 

“When | got to America," she continued, “I 
really learnt English on these awful shows 
like... Knight Rider! David Hasselhoff was a 
permanent <ure in my brain as a child. Me 
and my cousin lived in the Bronx and we 
moved over here at the same time and she's 
the same age as me and we came from 


metropolis of New York and its penchant to 
play daydream-dashing tricks on her for its 
own nihilistic amusement, the young Regina 
Spektor was determined to walk around her 
new concrete playground with a sense of 
awe and amazement and wonder in her 
eyes. And, as everyone well knows, good 
things also so often come the way of those 
who walk through life with awe and amaze- 
ment and wonder in their eyes. So one day 
her father (a proud and hard working man 
who took the first job on offer in their new 
homeland, signing up for the night-shift at a 
colour printing place to avoid going on wel 
fare) happened upon an elderly violinist on 
the subway. Hearing a 
Yiddish accent on dis- 
play, they started to 
speak 


To make it a short 
story,” she condensed, 
“my father found out 
that the gentleman and 
his wife were going on a 
classical music tour 
where they would just 
be playing duets. She 
would play piano and he 
the violin. It was very 
romanitic. So they invit- 
ed us to their house and 
I played with all the 
dogs and the cats and 
asked her to be my teacher.” 

With the young Regina Spektor’s mental 
menagerie of baby elephants and verbose 
monkeys having now long vanished (as if by 
some cruel black magic), these domesticated 
cats and dogs soon became a municipal 
substitute 

“Aaah, they were awesome," she gushed, 
almost on the verge of babbling into baby 
talk at the mention of the cute animals, but 
instead preferring one long rambling sen 
tence: “There was this big one that was like 


school one day and we thought that Kit - 
you know, the car ~ had parked in front of 
the building. So we walked around and we 
tried to touch it 'cos we wanted it to say to 
us, ‘Please don't touch me now’. Then we 
got called in and we didn't want to leave 
him but our parents were calling us for din 
ner and we were hiding and trying to wait 
for, you know, Michael Knight to emerge and 


un MEART rac * tt ¥ 
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a really big blonde dog and her name was 
Pinky and there was a little one that was like 
all fuzzy and he would let anyone come into 
the house but you wouldn't be allowed to 
leave as he'd sense people leaving and just 
stay waiting by the door.” She paused, “His 
name was Picky. Then there were four cats 
but | don't remember all of their names...” 
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|| “ROCK & RAP WRITING , we just wanted to say hi to him People living in the great, grey, towering 
22 , > “So we went in for dinner and we gobbled metropolis of New York cannot survive on an 

. “ wt < up our dinner,” she said, engagingin a fran- interest of cute cats and dogs alone though, 

¥ tic mimic of sustenance consumption while so the young Regina Spektor discovered an 

¢ ; speaking with her mimed mouth full. “But expressive niche for herself in “odd sports” 

> when we ran downstairs it was gone. There “Oh my god | used to be so good at hand 

was no Knight Rider scene anymore.” ball and | could take the pain!" she 
¥ ° exclaimed, almost spilling over into genu- 
on ‘ 2 flection. “So there's this photograph of me 


| pacers good things so often come 
after a suffering of bad things, and, 
undaunted by the great, grey, towering 


on the front page of a Bronx newspaper 
playing handball against the building in a 


FROM RUSSI/ 
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POOR LITTLE 


poofy dress, because all our clothes were 
second-hand and it was like the poofy 
dress with floppy tassles. I used to be 
really good at it, because you get to the 
really violent shots and you hit it to all 
the walls and then you go ‘whip!’ and 
just hit it really barely and you’re run 
ning all the way from the back and 

u're reaching and you fly and you fall 

id you skim your knee and your knee 
gets really bloody and messy. It’s serious 

“lL was good at dodge ball, too. | took it 
really seriously. The only thing I really 
want to add to my collection of odd 
sports is fencing. It’s like that whole 
Robin Hood/Muskateers combo, double 
whammy plus a little bit of a twister 
then | could drop all those moves from 
movies from the 80s..." 


D° growing up in Russia with no 
family cat ("I decree no cats in this 
country!" she joked), the young Regina 
Spektor found herself surrounded by lots 


and lots of records lich may or may 
not have contributed to mapping out her 
desitny from an early age 

"| grew up surrounded with vinyl,” she 
revealed with open-eyed enthusiasm. “It 
was all classcial music in Moscow, and 
we had some of the Russian folk singers 
and writers too, and then anything that 
was not widely known we had on tape 
Like the Beatles." 

Mischevious ways prevailed, however, 
and the vast musical archive also 
became a play thing for inquisitive lit- 
tle hands 


“| definitely have scribbled on some 
Tchaikovsky,” she laughed. “Yeah, | used 
to draw moustaches on people. And a lot 
of them would already have moustaches 
After a while - my dad really was an 
audiophile - he taught me how to be 
careful, and that he’d want me to hold it 
on the side of the record and then the 
middle with my fingers and not touch it 


but my hands was too | 


Listening and drawing and attempts 
holding the records (some of which may 
have had additional moustaches, some 
of which came pre-moustachioed), natu 
rally led to interaction 

he only thing | ever deliberately 
wanted to do was become a classical 
pianist,” she revealed with a slight pang 
of pain in her voice. “I don’t think I'm 
good enough to ever become one though 

"| used to play this mind game with 
myself, like | could still do it if 1 start 
today and I worked really hard | could 
it. Then a few years into it | was like, 
who am I bullshitting? People play for 
nine hours a day without breaks since 


they're five and they can’t do it. It’s like 
an athletic thing. There' 
cality aspect of it too and | have very lit 
tle hands.” 


» the musi 


Damn those little hands again 


ime passed, seasons where the flow 
T rs bloomed and the garden bees 
buzzed turned to seasons where the 
leaves dropped brown and conkers fell, 
and, despite her little hands, the now 
grown-up Regina Spektor eventually 
found fame across the seas for her 
music, She made many songs. She sang 
about Delilah and Samson, She wove 
words frorn Joni Mitchell's adventures in 
France into her songs. She found acclaim 
of the critical vanety. And the devious 
tricks of t , grey, towering metror 
olis of New York were substituted with 
the endless mire of having to endure 
fter interview after press pro 
motion, (“Everything seems to be ‘good 
publicity’ - what's that supposed to 
mean?” she quipped one afternoon dur 


ing a question and answer session that 


Interview a 


found her being red ever 
appear on a reality television show. For 
the record, she was against the concept.) 
By now, the grown-up Regina Spektor 
had also come to terms with her early 
I cist ambitions 
There’s so many people recording 
classical music and so many people who 
aren't very musical and there's so much 
that | don't enjoy how it's been recorded 
or played," she explained. “! was talking 
people in the classical music world 


and you see it in the Olympics too, like 
in ice dancing: it used to be very emo- 
tional and all about the movement and 


now it's about the triple lunges and how 
many powerful spins you can do and the 


same thing happens in music competi 
tions ~ you have to 
making any mistakes as 

opposed to bringing any pas 
sion into it. [f someone has 


ed 
as Opposed to someone who's 
like a little robot 
“And it’s the same thing witl 
classical jazz and it’s getting 
that way In rock and pop too 
It’s like they're just passing 
around the tennis ball: Here’s 
your solo — doo doo doo — now 
it’s back to you, John. You hear 
stories of how it was all about 
sweat and work and taking 
chances and n ing up and 
hip-hop used to be like that < 
well and now it’s just like so 
“Maybe once something 
becames accepted by the 
masses it’s automatically 
doomed and then dies so that 
a new thing can start from 
undermeath,” she theorised out 
d. “Like classical music; it 
was radical. Mozart was hav 
ing pieces of his thrown into 
the fire because they said they 
sntained too mz 
) it’s like bac 
noise. My fri ys that the 
state of rock today is... some 
thing borrowed. | thought that 


was hilarious 


I just wanna be with the 
people that wanna do som 
thing out of the energy of mis 
takes,” she decided 


$ time marched on {as it 
has a habit of dc 
grown-up Regina 
became more at one with her 
new home city, still retaining 
a tint of awe and amazement 
and wonder in her gaz 
she looked up at th eat, 
grey, towering metropolis that had 
became her new sandbox 
"I'm always like a tourist in my own 
city,” she admitted. "And that’s wonderfu 


because | never take it for granted, I 


always walk around the streets like it’s my 


first time. I still have to ask for directions 
to places, and I used to ask all the time 
until a friend of mine at University told 
me that asking for directions is only for 
sissys and housewives. From then on I 
stopped asking, but now I do again and 
I'm not a housewife so I gu I'ma si 
Along with the free cat market of the 
United States of America ("He's a very, 


it perfect without 


vy. 


very, very fat and cute and light-haired 
cat with big yellow eyes,” she described about the ‘Soup’ section on her pink and 
of her family's domestic companion), the blue website. “| must tell you, in my fam- 
ily you couldn't go a day without eating 
hold of America and even the grown-up soup when we were in Russia. It was 
Regina Spektor was helpless to its lure, usually a really yammy vegetable soup 
becoming an email and internet and iPod Or borscht, the beetroot one.” 

‘The beetroot one that’s < 
dab-hand at staining white 
clothes?’ asked a writing- 
about-music person one light 
summer's day. 

“Yes,” she concurred, “There 

ave been a lot of clothes that 
are now beetrooted. We have 
sauerkraut soup too, which Is 


grown-up Regina Spektor when asked 


tide of technology was rapidly taking 


made with potatoes and 
onions and then there's 
Matzoh balls in soup 

"In fact, during my teenage 
years | rebelled against soup,” 
she revealed, “and now, when 
I think about it, 1 wish some- 


Ou 
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one had told me to enjoy i 
But | would come home and 
be like, ‘No, not soup again! ! 
want pizza and hot dogs! 
That's what my American 
friends eat for dinner! ! want 
take out Chinese Food!" And 
my mom, who had cooked 
everything from scratch 
would wonder, ‘What, what's 
happening to my child?’ And 
now it’s too late and | would 
eat my mom’s soup everyday 
if | could but | live like an 
hour av , 

‘You've not done the soup 
commute?’ he wondered 

“I've done the soup com 
mute but I have to be selec 
tive, otherwise | end up 
spending too much time on 


o3Nods 


the subway.” 

And the soup recipes peo 
ple post up on your website, 
have you ever made any of 

them?’ he asked in an inno 
ly playful and not at all devil's 
advocate manner 
“You know what? Yeah, I 
made, | made..." she stumbled 
‘You're lying, aren’t you?’ he 
challenged 
kind of girl. However, even in the storm “Yes lam!” 
of the surf of the tide of technology she Regina Spektor then laughed to disin 
managed to add her own twists to all the tegration 
electronic things "But | feel like | made it because just 
“I don’t have a case so | keep itina yesterday my upstairs neighbour and | 
k," she smiled of her iPod. “It’s really were talking about making something. 
because you forget that it’s in a Fuck you! That's it! I'm storming out!" @ 
< so you take it out on the subway 
and everyone looks at you funny 
because it’s such a posh thing but you 
keep itinas * 
And to the all-dominating world wide web 
party she brought the brilliance of soup. 
“lami a huge soup fan, yeah, I've a full 
blown commitment to soup,” said the 
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